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	1. Prelude: HEROES

Batman Begins: The First Mission

A/N: I present you with the start of The Dark Knight Arch! I hope you all enjoy it and let me know what you think.

Read, review, and enjoy!

Disclaimer: I don't own anything from _Batman_ or from_ Batman Begins;_ I only own the characters that I created.

* * *

><p><strong>PRELUDE: HEROES<strong>

Some heroes are born, some are created, and some choose to become heroes because of events outside of their control; those who choose to join the police force, become firefighters, or even join the army, military, navy, or even the marines are all heroes in their own way.

On September 11th, 2001, the firefighters and police officers who gave their lives to save others that day are heroes, along with the survivors who tell their stories to others, and even the two soldiers that went to New York City to help at ground zero are heroes, too.

Those who become heroes may do it because of powers they develop or are born with, or because of skills they have; when these people become heroes, they might choose to help those who are unable to help themselves, as a way to help the police, or become heroes because of events outside of their control.

How one becomes a hero doesn't really matter, but the help that they provide _does_ matter, and that is the thing that only matters to those who help others.

* * *

><p>AN: Yes, yes, it's short, but the story will go into full swing next week. R&R everyone!


	2. Chapter 1: THE OFFER

Batman Begins: The First Mission

A/N: I'm back with the first full chapter for you all to enjoy, and please let me know what you think.

Read, review, and enjoy!

Disclaimer: I don't own anything from _Batman_ or from_ Batman Begins;_ I only own the characters that I created.

* * *

><p><strong>CHAPTER ONE: THE OFFER<strong>

Behind a massive Gothic mansion was a beautiful summer garden with sunlight shining through the trees and there was the sound of children laughing; running through the garden was a eight-year-old boy, who was chasing a eight-year-old girl, and she disappeared into a Victorian greenhouse with the boy pausing in the doorway, catching his breath.

"Rachel! Let me see!" he called out, entering the greenhouse, peering around the potted plants and under the tables until he found Rachel Dawes, who pulled him under the table as a female voice rang out from the gardens.

_`"__Rachel?! Master Bruce?!__"`_ Mrs. Dawes, Rachel's mother and housekeeper of Wayne Manor, called out, walking past the greenhouse, and the kids quietly giggled.

"Come on, Rachel," Bruce Wayne requested, nodding to her hands, which were clasped over something, "can I see?"

Smiling, Rachel opened her hands, revealing an aged arrowhead she'd just found. "Finders keepers – I found it."

"In _my_ garden," Bruce pointed out, but he was also smiling; it was well-known that the islands that both Gotham and Wayne Manor were built upon, were once owned by a tribe of Indians known as the Deer People and, according to legends, an off-shoot tribe known as the Bat People, who had once lived in a series of caves before dying out, and so it wasn't unusual to find relics from the tribes.

Rachel just stuck her tongue out at her friend, who then swiped the arrowhead and ran out the backdoor of the greenhouse.

"Finders keepers!"

"Bruce!" Rachel ran after him. "Come back here with that! I found it first! Bruce!"

* * *

><p>Having a head start, Bruce ducked behind several overgrown bushes and climbed on top of an old well that'd been sealed shut, ignoring the creaking of the old wood; he crouched there, stifling a laugh as Rachel searched for him.<p>

"Bruce? Bruce where are you?"

'_She'll _never_ find me,'_ Bruce thought, grinning as she drew closer-

_CRACK!_

Bruce let out a startled cry as the boards broke and he plummeted into the well; he fell about thirty feet and landed on the bottom, crying out as his left arm seemed to explode with pain when he landed on it.

* * *

><p>Hearing the sounds of breaking wood and Bruce's cry, Rachel ran toward the sound, found the well, and peered inside spotting the eight-year-old boy sprawled on the bottom, covered with bits of broken wood and dead plants. "Bruce?!" she cried out and was relieved when he lifted his head and looked up at her. "I'm going to get help!" and she ran back toward the mansion. "Mom! Mister Alfred!"<p>

* * *

><p>Now alone, Bruce groaned at the throbbing pain in his arm when a small squeaking sound reached his ears; ignoring the pain, he sat up slightly and peered at a large crack that was located in one of the walls as there were more squeaking sounds, which were getting closer and closer.<p>

Suddenly hundreds of bats exploded out of the crack and engulfed him; screaming, Bruce swatted at them, trying to cover his head as they flapped, squawked, and fluttered against him, heading toward the opening high above-

* * *

><p>Gasping, a much older Bruce Wayne, now twenty-eight years old and had a beard, woke and stared up at the stone ceiling while lying on a cot; seated nearby was an old Asian man, who was watching him, and had made a point of taking the young American under his wing the moment he was thrown into the Chinese prison months before.<p>

"A dream?" the old man asked in perfect English.

Bruce sighed as the last of the dream/memory faded away. "A nightmare," he corrected, sitting up with a slight groan.

"Worse then this?" the old man inquired, nodding to the tiny cell that they shared, which was connected to other cells, filled with prisoners of all sizes and built.

Bruce looked around, noting that a heavyset Chinese man with facial scars was glaring at him, and then shrugged before standing up.

* * *

><p>Soon, Bruce, the old man, and the other prisoners were lead out into the main courtyard, which was covered in mud and snow, and headed toward the line for their morning breakfast, which was basically a gruel that barely filled their stomachs; as they watched, Bruce noted the location of the guards, who were scattered around the place, and were all Chinese: he was the only American in the entire place.<p>

* * *

><p>Now in the line for breakfast, the old man nodded to the heavyset man, who was heading their way with a group of other tough-looking men. "They are going to fight you," he warned.<p>

"Again?" Bruce asked with a hint of exasperation, holding a battered metal bowl in one hand. "I fought them yesterday."

"They will fight you every day," the old man stated. "Until they kill you."

'_Joy,'_ Bruce thought grimly and watched as the cook dumped a scoop of watery gruel into the bowl. "Can't they kill me _before_ breakfast?" he wondered and turned to find the heavyset man glaring down at him, and barely flinched when he knocked the battered bowl away._ 'Well, looks like my wish will be coming true.'_

The heavyset man then grabbed the young American by his longish brown hair and pulled him close, his breath sour. "You are in _hell_, little man," he snarled in broken English and punched Bruce in the face _hard_, knocking him down, "and _I_," he continued, pulling him back up, "am the devil." And he smashed his fist into the young man's face again, knocking him back down.

Bleeding from his nose and his mouth, Bruce got back up and dusted himself off with hot angry burning in his eyes. "You're not the devil," he growled as the heavyset man swung again, and he caught the guy's fist this time; he then punched him back, kicked him in the knee so that he went down, and then he booted him in the face, "you're practice."

The six prisoners rushed Bruce all at once and he fought skillfully and hard, flipping one prisoner into another, kicking as his arms were held; he pushed off the table, sending them all tumbling into the muddy yard below, and he continued fighting, dragging, kicking, and punching the prisoners until the guards broke it up by shooting into the air.

Breathing hard, Bruce didn't move until he was grabbed by two of the guards and they dragged him away toward the building, followed by a third guard, who was scowling. "Solitary!" he ordered in perfect English.

"Why?" Bruce asked indignantly since he was victim and had been defending himself.

"For protection," the guard answered.

"I don't need protection," Bruce protested.

The guard glared at the young man and pointed back at the prisoners, who were still sprawled in the mud. "Protection for _them_."

* * *

><p>It wasn't long before Bruce was tossed head-first into a cell and the door slammed shut and locked; groaning and muttering to himself, he stood, and made his way over to a leaking faucet with the hope of getting at least <em>some<em> of the mud off.

"Are you so desperate to fight criminals that you lock yourself in to take them on one at a time?" a man voice with a accent that sounded European, but wasn't, asked from a corner of the dark cell.

Startled, Bruce turned and squinted into the shadows, where he could see the faint outline of a tall man standing under the archway. "I thought the point of solitary confinement was the solitary part," he pointed out and then knelt next to the faucet. "And there were seven of them," he added.

The man chuckled. "I counted six, _Mr. Wayne_," he stated.

Bruce froze and stared at the man as he stepped into the light, revealing that he was a tall, bearded man with graying brown hair, dark eyes, and was dressed in a well-cut grey suit and matching tie. "How do you know my name?" he asked warily, especially since he hadn't told _anyone_ his name since being locked up.

"The world is too small for someone like Bruce Wayne to disappear…" he gestured around at the cell. "No matter how deep he chooses to sink."

Bruce eyed the older man warily. "Who are you?" he asked.

"My name is merely Ducard," Henri Ducard answered. "But I speak for Ra's Al Ghul. A man greatly feared by the criminal underworld. A man who can offer you a path."

Bruce raised his eyebrows at this, having heard the name mentioned from time to time by others, and usually in awe and fear. "What makes you think I need a path?" he questioned.

Henri smiled. "Some like you is only here by choice," he explained, moving closer as Bruce tried to get the mud off his hands and face with the limited amount of water that was dripping from the faucet. "You've been exploring the criminal fraternity," he added, "but whatever your original intentions…you've become truly _lost_." And noted how the young man avoided making eye contact with him, proving him right on all accounts.

"What path does Ra's al Ghul offer?" Bruce asked quietly.

"The path of one who shares his hatred of evil and wishes to serve true justice," Henri responded gently, kneeling down. "The path of the League of Shadows."

"The League of Assassins?" Bruce repeated, confused and finally made eye contact with the older man. "You're vigilantes," he added dismissively; he knew that they were referred to as assassins that have been around for a _very_ long time, and that they were feared by the criminal underworld.

Henri shook his head. "A vigilante is just a man lost in the scramble for his own gratification," he corrected. "He can be destroyed, or locked up" and he indicated the cell. "But if you make yourself more then just a man…if you devote yourself to an ideal…if they can't stop you…then you become something else entirely."

Bruce pondered this as the older man stood up and walked over to the cell's door. "Which is?" he asked.

"A legend, Mr. Wayne," Henri responded, knocking on the door. "Tomorrow you'll be released," he explained. "If you're bored of brawling with thieves and want to _achieve_ something, there's a rare flower – a blue poppy – that grows on the Eastern slopes. Pick one of these flowers. If you can carry it to the top of the mountain, you may find what you were looking for in the first place."

"And what am I looking for?" Bruce asked as the door opened.

Henri looked at him, with a glint in his eyes. "Only you can know that." He then left and the door was slammed shut, leaving the young American to his thoughts.

Would he dare risk carry a flower up a mountain for purpose or move on to other places, followed by the risk of being arrested…again?

* * *

><p>AN: Hmm, which choice do you think Bruce will make? Let me know! R&R everyone!


	3. Chapter 2: TRAINING

Batman Begins: The First Mission

A/N: I'm back and it's time to get this story moving. Plus, I'll be introducing two original characters known as Philip and Julia Pearson, and they have important parts to play in the future.

Read, review, and enjoy!

Disclaimer: I don't own anything from _Batman_ or from_ Batman Begins;_ I only own the characters that I created.

* * *

><p><strong>CHAPTER TWO: TRAINING<strong>

The next morning, the guards dragged Bruce out of the cell and into the back of a guard truck; soon he was tossed out onto a road far from the prison, along with a bag filled with some meager supplies.

Sore and annoyed, Bruce picked himself up, put the bag on his shoulder, and looked around before heading to the east, toward a tall mountain in the distance; having pulled on a thick overcoat that'd been in the bag, he soon reached a field of the blue poppies.

Kneeling down, he picked one of the flowers and studied its brilliant blue in the cold sunshine; placing it in a buttonhole near the collar of the coat, Bruce straightened it and began his trek up the slope of the mountain.

* * *

><p>Several days later, he was about halfway up the mountain when he came upon a tiny hamlet; he was exhausted, cold, and hungry, and when the locals saw him, they all ran inside and locked the doors on their homes.<p>

Bruce was confused by their actions and then a small girl appeared from behind one of the buildings. "No one will help you," she told him in perfect English, pointing to the flower he was wearing, and then an old man appeared next to her.

"I need food," he requested weakly, hoping that the old man would be able to help.

The old man shook his head and motioned back the way that he'd came while sending the girl into the nearby house. "Then turn back," he advised before heading into the house himself.

Bruce watched him go, realizing that he wasn't going to get any help, and then resumed his trek up the mountain, determined to make it.

* * *

><p>Bruce had lost track of the time, unsure of how long he'd been climbing through the driving snow; a scarf wrapped around his head, he cleared a ridge and nearly face-planted into the snow, beyond exhausted.<p>

Struggling to stay conscious, Bruce pushed himself up and through the cutting wind, he saw a massive monastery perched on a jagged rock; getting back onto his feet, he staggered toward the building.

* * *

><p>Reaching the fortified monastery, Bruce made his way up the steps to the vast doors and knocked on one of them several times with a frostbitten and covered hand; at first nothing happen and then there was grinding noise from within, and the doors swung open.<p>

He entered the building, relieved by the warmth and removed the scarf from around his head as he walked past pillars that had torches and candles on them; at the far end of the hallway, there was a raised platform with a throne on it, and seated on it was a red-robbed man, who was bald and had a long white goatee, a long white mustache, and white eyebrows over dark eyes.

"Ra's al Ghul?" Bruce asked, his voice hoarse and raw and turned slightly when the doors were closed behind him, and he saw a man in black armor slid a wooden barrier into place, locking them in; soon more armed warriors of various races entered with rifles, and he warily watched them all, starting to have second thoughts.

"Wait." Henri stepped from behind a pillar and the warriors stopped their advances while Bruce faced the older man; Ra's al Ghul spoke, it was in Urdu and he translated. "'What are you seeking'?" he asked the young man, who carefully removed the blue poppy from his coat and handed it over with shaking hands.

"I – I seek…the means to fight injustice," Bruce rasped. "To turn fear against those who prey on the fearful…"

Henri took the blue poppy and showed it to Ra's al Ghul, who nodded and spoke again, still in Urdu, and he translated while placing the flower in his buttonhole. "'To manipulate the fears of others you must first master your own'," he explained, moving until he was directly in front of Bruce. "Are you ready to begin?" he asked.

Bruce stared at him, askance at the question being asked. They wanted to start training _now_? When he was shaking from hunger and fatigue? "Ready? I…I can barely-" he began.

Henri suddenly kicked the young man, sending him tumbling across the wooden floor. "Death does not wait for you to be ready!" he snarled, striding across the hall and slammed his foot into Bruce's ribs when he tried to get back up. "Death is not considerate, or fair. And make no mistake – here, you face death." He walked away and then whipped back around, aiming his leg toward the young man's neck-

Bruce suddenly straightened and blocked the kick, gripping the leg with his arms, and he glared at the older man with anger blazing in his eyes; Henri saw this and he smiled as the young man released his grip and moved into a martial stance.

"Tiger," said Henri as he launched a new attack at Bruce, who fought to block and parry the strikes while trying to ignore the pain in his body. "Crane…Ju Jitsu…" he smiled as he pinned the young man's arm in a awkward position for a moment before shoving him away. "Skilled. But this is not a dance-" he grabbed Bruce again and head-butted him while the young man struggled to fight back. "Facing death you learn the truth…" he kept pounding him. "You are weak…you are alone…" he knocked Bruce to the floor and he stayed down. "And you are afraid…"

Henri knelt down next to the young man, who was bleeding badly, and was slowly passing out. "But not of me," he muttered, curious; he removed the flower from his suit, leaned in close, replaced it on the coat, covered it, and gently patted the cloth. "Tell us, Wayne," he whispered. "What _do_ you fear?" and watched as Bruce slipped into unconsciousness.

* * *

><p><em>`"'Bruce is curl up in a ball, whimpers as the last of the bats fly away, and he is scare stiff.<em>

_`"'Bruce?"_

_`"'He looks up and sees his father, Thomas, lowers himself into the well on a rope with his long coat, which bellows behind him.'_

_`"'It's okay," Thomas tells his son when he reaches the bottom of the well and takes his son's hand. "It's okay." And he lifts his son out of the well, and carries him back to the house with a fifty-year-old man in a butler suit, Alfred Pennyworth, at his side and carries the coiled rope and harness in one hand.'_

_`"'__Will we be needing an ambulance, Master Wayne__?" Alfred asks as they walk up the stairs toward the back of the manor.'_

_`"'__I'll set the bone," Thomas tells him. "Then take him for x-rays later__."_

_`"'__Very good, sir," Alfred says as they pass Mrs__. Dawes, who is apologizing for letting the accident happen, and __Rachel, who is upset and Bruce gives her the arrowhead back__; they enter the house and Alfred leaves to put away the rope and harness while Thomas heads to the stairs and Martha appears, distraught.'_

_`"'__He'll be fine__," Thomas assures her, "it's just a small fracture.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'Later, Alfred checks on Bruce, who is in his bed in his room. "<em>_Took quite a fall, didn't we__?" he asks kindly and with a smile as Bruce looks at him and returns the smile. "__And why do we fall, Master Bruce__?" he asks and opens the curtain. "__So that we might better learn to pick ourselves up__.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'A few weeks passes with the arm fully heal, and Bruce wakes up from a nightmare and is breathing hard when his father enters his son's bedroom.'<em>

_`"'The bats again?" Thomas asks gently, and Bruce nods; he then walks to the bed and sits down on it. "__You know why they attacked you?" he asks and Bruce shakes his head__.__ "They were afraid of you__.'_

_`"'Afraid of me?" Bruce repeats and he is surprise by this. The bats are scared of him?'_

_`"'Thomas nods. "__You're a lot bigger than a bat, aren't you? All creatures feel fear__.'_

_`"'Bruce smiles. "__Even the scary ones__?'_

_`"'Thomas nods and pulls a black case out of his dressing gown pocket. "_Especially _the scary ones," he agrees. "Here, let me show you something – but you can't tell anyone, right__?" and Bruce nods eagerly; he opens the case and reveals a beautiful pearl necklace that is very old and very well cared for__. "For your mother__," he adds as his son fingers it and he winks before closing the case again.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'Later that day, the Wayne's ride a brand new monorail through the shiny buildings of Gotham, and Bruce watches through a window, wearing a tux; his parents sit across from him, also dressed up, and Martha wears the pearls around her neck, which she strokes and smiles.'<em>

_`"'__Did you build this train, Dad__?" Bruce asks eagerly.'_

_`"'Thomas chuckles at his son's interest in the family business. "__Your great-grandfather built the first trains in Gotham," he explains. "The city's been good to our family – but now the city's suffering__. People less fortunate than us are enduring very hard times. So…" He then draws a circle in the condensation on the window. "__We built a new public transportation system for the whole city__" he draws spokes through the circle and turns it into a wheel as he points to a tall building, originally constructed back in 1888, in the distance "__and at the center... Wayne Tower__."_

_`"'Bruce watches as the train turns a corner and heads for the central station that is located at the base of the tower. "Is that where you work?" he asks as the building grows nearer.'_

_`"'No, I work at the hospital," Thomas answers. "I leave the running of the business to much _better_ men."_

_`"'Better?" Bruce repeats, confuse.'_

_`"'Well, more _interested_ men," Thomas amends as they arrive at the station.'_

_`"'Wayne Station. Wayne Station next.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'At the Gotham Opera house, a gilded building that is packed to the rafters for Boito's Mefistofle, and the Wayne's sit in one of the balconies so that they have a good view of the stage, and Bruce sits between his parents, and feels nervous since he is the only kid there; on the stage, the performers in their dark costumes, sing in Italian, dance and move across the stage, and ten others climb ropes and swing, spin, and roll about in their black batbird costumes.'_

_`"'Bruce shivers at the sight of the outfits, uneasy by their violent movements, and the memory of the bats in the well begin to rise up, even though he tries to push it down and bury it; he begins to panic and looks around, but they are in the middle of the row, and so he turns to his father for help. "Can we go?" he whispers and Thomas gives him a curious look. "_Please_?"_

_`"'Thomas realizes that his son is scared, he recognizes the signs of an impending panic attack, and nods. 'Guess it was too soon for something like this.' He glances at Martha, who looks worriedly at Bruce, and nods; she understands and they quietly leave, excusing themselves to the other people in the row, who allow them to pass.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'The Wayne's exit through a side door and into a side alley that is dark, dirty, and filled with trash; Martha pulls on her coat and looks at Bruce, who is looking ashamed for ruining the evening.'<em>

_`"'Bruce, what's wrong?" she asks kindly.'_

_`"'He's fine," says Thomas, who winks at their son behind his wife's back. "__I just needed a bit of air. Bit of opera goes a long way, right, Bruce__?" and Bruce smiles gratefully. "Come on."_

_`"'With his coat over his arm, Thomas guilds them toward the front of the alley, where they could see the lights of the city, and that is when a man with a gun comes out of the shadows and blocks their way; he is run-downed, desperate-matted hair, and is clearly a druggie from the way he is shaking, not from cold, but from the need of another fix. "__Wallet, jewelry! Fast__!" he orders and waves the gun a bit.'_

_`"'That's fine," says Thomas calmly, hands his coat to his son, and slowly reaches for his wallet while the man moves the gun between him and Martha, "just take it easy. Here you go." He then hands his wallet to the man, who fumbles for it, and it lands on the damp ground, and this makes both Bruce and Martha cringe a little. "__It's fine, it's fine__," he repeats as the man crouches down to collect the wallet, "__just take it and go__."_

_`"'The man grabs the wallet and straightens up, but his eyes are fix on the pearls around Martha's neck. "__I said jewelry__!" he snaps and moves forward for the necklace.'_

_`"'Thomas quickly moves between the man and his wife, not wanting to lose the pearls since they are a family heirloom. "Hey, just-"_

_`"'The gun goes off and makes them all jump, and to Bruce's horror, Thomas crumbles to the ground, blood oozing from the hole in his chest; Martha screams and kneels next to her dying husband. "Thomas! Thomas!"_

_`"'The man panics and reaches for the pearls. "Gimme me the damn-" and the gun goes off again, cutting off her screams, and she slumps to the ground, the necklace breaks, and the pearls scatter across the ground; the man stares in shock at what he has done, locks eyes with Bruce, who is in shock, and then runs for it.'_

_`"'Bruce drops to his knees and grasps his father's hand with his own, and starts to shiver.'_

_`"'Bruce, Bruce," Thomas whispers and his son looks at him as he squeezes his hand for the last time, "it's okay. Don't be afraid." And then his eyes slid shut and he stops breathing; Bruce clings to his father's hand and cries all alone in the alleyway.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'Bruce is unsure of just how much time has pass, only that he sits all alone in an office of the police station, clutches his father's coat while the cops and police captain Loeb are out in the hallway with the reporters, who want a piece of what they call the crime of the decade, and several times, men arm with cameras try to take a picture of him through the glass.'<em>

_`"'He looks up when a young cop, Jim Gordon, approaches him and kneels down in front of him.'_

_`"'__Is that your father's__?" Gordon asks, reaches for the coat and pauses when the boy cringes away. "It's okay," he says reassuringly and smiles when Bruce relaxes at the familiar and comforting words; he takes the coat, drapes it around the boy's shoulders, and then gently strokes his tear-stain face. "It's okay."_

_`"'Just then a balding black man, whose name is Gillian B. Loeb, enters the room and scowls when he sees Gordon. "Gordon!" he snaps and this scares Bruce. "__You gotta stick your nose into everything!__" he frowns when Gordon shoots him a look and nods to the door. "__Outta my sight__."_

_`"'Reluctantly Gordon stands and leaves the room, despite Bruce's pleading expression for him to stay; once the young cop is gone, Loeb smiles at the young boy.'_

_`"'__Good new," he tells him "we got him, son.__" And Bruce looks at him dazed.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'One week later, Thomas and Martha Wayne are buried in the family plot and the mourners disperse, guide by security guards through the rain and back to Wayne Manor; Alfred and Bruce stand in front of the manor, with the old butler holds the umbrella over the boy's head as the mourners head for the various black cars and limos.'<em>

_`"'A man with white hair and dark eyes approaches the duo and lowers his own umbrella as he speaks to Bruce and nods to Alfred. "__You're in excellent hands, Bruce," William Earle tells him." And we're minding the empire. When you're all grown up, it'll be waiting__," he adds, shakes the boy's hand and then walks away__.'_

_`"'A couple approaches them next, and the man, who has silvering black hair, green eyes, kneels and places a hand on Bruce's shoulder while his wife, who has brown hair that is gradually turning white with grey eyes, remains standing with her umbrella firmly in her hands. "Bruce," said Philip Pearson gently, "I want you to know that if you and Alfred ever need _anything_, let me and Julia know, and we will help__." And Bruce weakly smiles in response while Alfred nods.'_

_`"'Thank you, sir.'"`_

* * *

><p><em>`"'Bruce goes inside the mansion and watches as the last of the mourners drive away through the front gates; he sees Rachel and her mom walk to one of the remaining black cars she looks up in time to see him watching, and waves up to him. Bruce waves back and watches as they drive away and the gates close behind them.'<em>

_`"'Alfred enters the bedroom and looks at the boy, who is still staring out the window. "__I thought I'd prepare a little supper__," he offers and waits a moment before he turns to go when he doesn't get an answer. "Very well."_

_`"'Alfred," said Bruce and turns from the window with tears running down his cheeks as the butler faces him.'_

_`"'Master Bruce?"_

_`"'__It was my fault, Alfred__," Bruce cries. "__I made them leave the theater__-"_

_`"'__Oh, no, no, no__," Alfred protests, walks forward and takes the boy into his arms as he continues to blame himself.'_

_`"'__If I hadn't got scared__-"_

_`"'__No, no, Master Bruce," Alfred interrupts. "Nothing you did. Nothing anyone _ever_ did can excuse that man__." And he looks directly into Bruce's eyes. "__It's his, and his alone. Do you understand__?"_

_`"'Bruce nods and then buries his face into the old man's shoulder and continues to cry. "__I miss them, Alfred," he weeps. "I miss them _so_ much__."_

_`"'__So do I, Master Bruce," Alfred whispers and hugs him close." So do I__.'"`_

* * *

><p>"And do you still feel responsible?" Henri, now wearing a black snow coat over black clothes, asked Bruce, who was now clean-shaven with his hair cut to a manageable length, his hands and feet bandaged after being treated with medication to counteract the frostbite, and was wrapped up in a blanket, as he led him through the exterior halls of the monastery.<p>

"My anger outweighs my guilt," Bruce responded, glancing at the view of the impressive snow-covered mountains.

Henri raised his eyebrows at this and led the younger man into the main chamber, where the league were sparing in various groupings around the different levels, and some ninjas were hanging upside down on some pillars; the older man went to one of the ninjas, took the gloved hand and showed Bruce that there were spikes built into the glove.

"The Ninja is thought invisible," he explained. "But invisibility is largely a matter of patience."

* * *

><p>Henri then lead Bruce onto a mezzanine level, which was stacked with boxes, bags, and bottles; several ninjas were busy pouring various powders into packets and mixing up compounds, and Bruce was certain he could smell gunpowder, a smell that had haunted his nightmares for years.<p>

Henri carefully scooped up some of the dark powder from an open bag with a scoop, took a pinch and threw it at Bruce's feet, making him jump when it exploded with a _bang,_ and smiled. "Advanced techniques of Ninjitsu employ explosive powders," he explained.

"As weapons?" Bruce asked.

"Or distractions," said Henri. "Theatricality and deception are _powerful_ agents." He then offered the scoop to Bruce, who carefully took a pinch of the dark powder. "To be a great warrior is not enough," he added. "Flesh and blood, however skilled, can be destroyed… you must be more than just a man in the minds of your opponents."

Bruce considered all of this as he threw the powder on the floor with another _bang_.

* * *

><p>For a whole year, Henri Ducard personally trained Bruce and taught him many things; one day, the older man led him onto the surface of a frozen lake, where they practiced sword fighting, using black gauntlets that had three hook-like blades called scallops, to block the blades, while the surface groaned and creaked beneath their feet, and this forced them to watch their footing at the same time.<p>

"Mind your surrounding," Henri advised at one point, having sent the younger man skidding across the ice toward a thin patch. "Always." And they resumed fighting for several minutes before breaking apart, and he walked away, leaving Bruce confused. "Your parents' death was not your fault," he said, and then spun back around and launched an attack that the younger man was just barely able to deflect, using his gauntlets.

Henri caught the blade of Bruce's sword with his own gauntlet and pinned it. "It was your _father's_," he hissed and then twisted his arm so that the sword went flying across the ice; Bruce yelled angrily and launched himself at the older man, punching, kicking, and slashing the freezing air with his gauntlets, and Henri avoided them all, knocking him down again. "Anger does not change the fact that your father failed to act," he added, pinning him to the ice by twisting his arm behind his back.

"The man had a gun," Bruce grunted, trying to free himself from Henri's grip on his arm, which was starting to throb.

Henri scoffed, released his grip, and turned away again. "Would that stop you?"

"I've had training," Bruce pointed out, getting to his feet once again, struggling with his anger at what was being said about his father, who was still a hero in his own mind.

"The training is _nothing_!" Henri shouted, attacking Bruce again with his sword. "The will is _everything_. Your father trusted his city, its logic…he _thought_ he understood the attacker and could simply give him what he wanted." And he knocked the younger man down to the ice once again, and his tone became gentle as Bruce struggled to his feet once again. "Your father did not understand the forces of decay," he explained, "cities like Gotham are in their death throes – chaotic, grotesque. Beyond saving."

Bruce stared at him, surprised. "Beyond saving?" he repeated, shocked. "You believe that?"

Henri didn't answer right away, instead he gestured to the harshly beautiful landscape that currently surrounded them. "It is not right that one must come so far to see the world as it is meant to be," he explained. "Purity. Serenity… Solitude. These are the qualities we hold dear. But the important thing is whether _you_ believe it." He sighed wistfully. "Can Gotham can be saved, or is she an ailing ancestor whose time has run?"

Before Bruce could answer, Henri swung his sword at the younger man once again, but this time, he blocked the strike with his forearms crossed, and then slid between the older man's legs, across the ice and toward his sword; grasping his sword, he spun, swept Henri's legs from underneath him, causing him to fall onto the ice, and Bruce jumped up, thrust his sword at Henri's throat and stopped, merely inches away, and grinned. "Yield."

Henri heard the ice starting to crack and he shook his head, smiling at his student's mistake. "You haven't beaten me," he countered. "You've sacrificed sure footing for a killing stroke." He then tapped the ice with his blade – the ice shattered and Bruce plunged into the icy cold water below with an expression of alarm on his face.

* * *

><p>It was evening by the time that Henri got Bruce out of the water and onto the shore, where the young man was now bundled up in a blanket and was shivering violently against developing hypothermia while rubbing his arms; Henri was seated across from him, feeding sticks into a small fire.<p>

"Don't rub your arms, rub your chest," he advised. "Your arms'll take care of themselves." And he watched as Bruce followed his instructions while still feeding the fire. "You're stronger than your father."

Bruce snorted, still upset with the jabs at his father's name. "You didn't know my father."

"But I know the rage that drives you…that impossible anger strangling the grief until your loved one's memory is just poison in your veins," Henri countered as his expression became distant, his mind turning to some distant memory. "And one day you catch yourself wishing the person you loved had never existed so you'd be spared your pain…" and then became aware that Bruce was looking at him with surprise on his young face. "I wasn't always here in the mountains," he explained wistfully. "Once I had a wife. My great love. She was taken from me. Like you, I was forced to learn that there are those without decency. Who must be fought without hesitation or pity." He then looked at the younger man. "Your anger gives you great power, but if you let it, it will destroy you. As it almost did me."

Bruce nodded, knowing the feeling _very_ well. "What stopped it?" he asked.

"Vengeance."

Bruce sighed. "That's no help to me," he muttered.

"Why, Wayne?" Henri asked quietly. "Why could you not avenge your parents?"

Bruce looked away, unbidden as the memories surfaced, the memories from the day that he made a choice that changed his life in a completely different way.

* * *

><p>AN: And I shall now leave you all with a cliffy! *smiles evilly* R&R everyone!


End file.
